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An Immigrant's Provisions
for Mortality
by INGA WIEHL

It is my experience that we avoid funerals because
they remind us of our mortality for which provisions
must be made. Our resistance has two causes: we dread
- in accordance with the human tendency to resist
change - the most profound change of all, from life to
death, mortality itself. Secondly, we dislike having to
provide for our own departure according to the custom
of the country or the taste of the individual.
When I visited Denmark last year, five years had
passed since my last visit, so I was prepared for changes,
but not for a funeral. I had only one full day to spend in
Copenhagen before going on to Spain. I had planned to
spend that day with my brother and his family to catch
up on their lives, to learn news of relatives, and in
general note the changes which had occurred since my
last visit. Instead I was invited to observe and participate in not only the minor changes which are preparatory for the major and final one but in that change as
well.
We had barely finished dinner on the night of my
arrival when my brother brought up the subject of my
aunt 's funeral. She had died four days ago; the funeral
was to take place the next day, and he thought that we,
in the absence of our parents, ought to attend. I agreed.
In the morning we took a cab from the city across
the bridge to Amager , where my aunt and uncle had
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lived their married lives and where, according to Danish
custom, the funeral service would be conducted in the
parish church. Christenings, confirmations, weddings
and funerals are church celebrations in that country.
They are of equal validity although not of equal
festivity. The first and the last are unalloyed. One is a
celebration of happiness, even gaiety, the other is a celebration of grief. Each has its own ritual, which enhances
the former and palliates the latter. It dictates the choice
of hymns, prescribes the conduct of the participants,
and sets the tone of the performance.
As we entered the church, four front rows of backs
were singing the first hymn. We sat down by an aged
man whom I was sure I knew. He sang bravely as Danes
will, but he had lost a lot of hair and looked shorter
than I remembered him: the husband of my eldest
cousin. In front of us sat an old lady next to a dowdy
middle-aged woman. In the same pew, separated by a
few spaces, sat a young woman with lovely black hair
by a beard-bushy fellow in a fur-lined parka. They took
turns stealing a glance at us as we sat down, and their
faces registered pleasure and surprise at our presence. I
was too stunned to sing or pay attention to the coffin,
which stood, covered with flowers, in the aisle between
the double row of pews. Looking closely I had realized
that these people in front of me were my aunt and my
cousins. My sleek, suave well-trimmed cousin had
broadened out of the natty attire in which my mind had
forever dressed him, into a shapeless parka. His sister
had always been plain but not so squat and dowdy. And
their mother, my elegant, vivacious little aunt, had
dyed her hair blue and put on a big fur hat. I was sorry I
did not know the young black haired woman. In a
wheelchair next to the front pew I recognized my uncle
Erlend, the husband of my deceased aunt. He looked so
thin and white I wondered if he would survive even this
day. Next to him sat his son-in-law, his granddaughter,
and a brown and yellow-orange scarf which I refused to
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think covered the head of his daughter, my cousin
Judith.
After the hymn the minister spoke. From the
content of his sermon I concluded he had known my
aunt, which knowledge exonerates him from an
accusation of being blasphemous. That of being
beatific he does not escape. His wide mouth did not
cease smiling as he stressed the fact that "Mother" had
grown tired and now was experiencing the wonderful
things promised us in the Kingdom of Heaven, which in
our sorrow we should not begrudge her. Apparently he
had most of the sorrowers convinced of just that. Afterwards they commented on his "strong" and "heartfelt"
speech.
The coffin with its cover of flowers was carried out
by professional pallbearers. The woman who had been
in charge of handing out the programs of printed hymns
took care they did not step on the bouquets and wreaths
which had been laid out down the aisle. We then
gathered at the grave to make yet another attempt at
singing. It was a cold day. I was shaking so hard I could
barely stand still. I had forgotten how biting cold are
those Danish winters. After the hymn, the immediate
family approached the grave. They went to the very
rim. Erlend, pale and yellow as death itself, had to be
pushed in his wheelchair up a board so he might look
down at the naked coffin and drop the flowers which
someone had put into his hand. Judith, the dead
woman's daughter, looking so terribly miserable in a
raccoon colored fur and matching boots, also let go of a
small bouquet. Against the white coffin those delicate
freesias had their brief moment of splendor as they
brought color to a scene otherwise painted in only black
and white.
The customary post-funeral gathering of friends
and relatives took place in what had been the home of
my aunt and uncle. Judith's blue dress and smile of
welcome warmed the occasion as did the smell of lunch
drifting from the kitchen. I looked around their home
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where I had not been in fifteen years. It looked just the
same. Only one thing had changed, which changed
everything. Their apartment is located on the fourth
and top floor of an old grey apartment building. It had
always been considered a prize, despite the many stairs,
due to the view from the living room window. That
window faces the city of Copenhagen, and on Saturday
nights, fireworks from the Tivoli Gardens would flame
against the summer sky and illuminate the city and the
flat, green Amager land. In the immediate foreground I
remembered row upon row of gardens, each with a
small wooden house and a flag pole. Here people would
come on Sunday and evenings after work to grow
flowers and vegetables and fruit trees; they would sit
around and drink coffee and talk - in their own
gardens or in those of their neighbors. Beyond these
gardens, closer to the city, were apartment houses and
busy streets, but also a park surrounded by a wide
moat. All that was gone. High rises of brick and steel
had replaced the wooden houses; concrete squares had
flattened the gardens. The shock made my inability to
be a feeling participant in the funeral service less
painful. I had no trouble imagining how my aunt and
uncle must have grieved at the daily rise of the colossus
in front of their window, cutting off their picture of the
land and the city till finally all they could see was a
square of sky. A world of living things had turned to
stone.
My aunt was dead now. Soon my uncle would be.
Already he had ceased to function on his own volition.
Even so, he and the others got through the day. Held up
by inherited rituals that dictate behavior in times of
grief or distress, they had attended the church service;
they had sung; they had seen the body into the grave.
Now, too, they followed established customs as they
bore out the day with beer and sandwiches. Those who
could and who wanted to would rise and speak. Simply
and unaffectedly the dead wornan was remembered and
allowed to pass on.
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For me, too, it had been a rite of passage. I had left
my country to live abroad. With each passing relative I
would lose another claim to the country of my childhood and early youth. I was no longer there long
enough to form new relationships. Denmark had
become a land of the past to be lost piece by piece. I
welcomed my brother's suggestion to finish off the day
by seeing the Turner exhibit at the Copenhagen Art
Museum. Turner's sunsets linger in my mind as an
afterglow of the day.
Almost a year passed before I attended another
funeral. This time it took place in this country. The old
father of good friends, who himself had become our
friend during his frequent visits to our town, died while
here. His daughter-in-law had come home one day from
the hairdresser, fixed his lunch and walked downstairs
where he had been watching television when she left.
She found him dead on the floor. He had fall en, she
conjectured, trying to reach one of the knobs to change
the channel. Death had been instantaneous.
Again it was necessary to attend a funeral. Again it
was conducted according to the custom of the country:
in a funeral home. No lingering memories of christenings or weddings there. Only slumber rooms, draperies,
hushed attendants and piped music. Social rather than
religious rites would direct people's behavior. Their
own sense of decorum would dictate the choice of an
open or closed casket ceremony. Our friends had opted
for the former. The old man looked so dreadfully dead
even with his spectacles on and his hands folded around
a holy book. Before such a state of petrification only the
sturdiest of believers could hold out hopes of
resurrection, and that despite the fact the old man had
been a faithful Christian capable of inspiring others with
confidence in the hereafter. The sermon did not aid the
mourners' aspirations. The minister had not known the
dead man, so he did the best he could: he made up for
his lack of insight by his abundance of words. Even so,
his good intentions were not completely in vain. Quite
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by accident he mentioned something which brought
back my old friend at least momentarily. He spoke of
his victory gardens for which he had twice received a
prize. They grew in my mind on that cold January day
as I was reminded of summer nights in our garden when
he would come to dinner and eat and drink and believe
with us that living well is the best investment. If in our
hearts we could not resurrect the old man or transcend
the heft of the funeral home, at least it was comforting
to believe that a grave in the earth , though seemingly a
detour leading in the opposite direction , might once
again yield him a victory.
I left the funeral with the image of victory gardens
in my mind. And I thought that when I died I should
like it to be in the summer time. Chances of that
happening are not good as winter is by far more deadly.
But if I am lucky enough to go on a summer's day , I
should like the ceremony to be performed in my garden.
I realize the singing would have to kept to a minimum.
Unlike Danes who have grown up singing morning
songs every school day of their lives, and who in the
process have memorized three hours worth of singing ,
Americans do not know many songs and very few
stanzas by heart. Even so, singing is participation and
some kind of participation is necessary, so I will suggest
they sing "God Bless America. " That held up the
survivors in Deer hunter. Then - and this is the difficult
part, because it depends on both the willingness and the
longevity of another. Given those, I have a plan for
both the words and the voice: the fifth act of King Lear,
read by James Earl Jones.
Dear Mr. Jones:
In the descripton of his father's funeral, James
Baldwin is overcome with the fact that the children
passing by the casket have only their legs to hold them
up. I am writing to you because I share Mr. Baldwin 's
concern about what is going to hold up my children
when they pass me to let me go. Distance and long
absence have rendered the religious rites of my Danish
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childhood powerless to instruct. Nor have social rites of
this country, dictated by individual taste and decorum,
proved reliable.
What remains is the artistic experience as a means
of transcendence. It is for that reason I am writing. I
watched you play the King in Central Park several years
ago, and I never saw a finer performance. Would you
come to my funeral and read the fifth act of King Lear?
As I do not know when this event will take place, I
do not ask you for a special date; only would you come
if you could?
Yours sincerely,
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